The Master's Apron 

by Robert Burns? 

...my humble opinion is that The Great Bard may not 

have written the 'Masters' Apron'. 

G.Carruthers 

Dir. Centre for Burns Studies 

Glasgow University 

The Master's Apron, one of only a few overtly Masonic poems accredited to Robert 
Burns, is indeed an odd one. It doesn't appear to predate the early 20"" century, and 
has, until comparatively recently been entirely absent from any of his published 
works. 

Since its earliest known appearance in the March issue of The Freemason 
Magazine in 1902, the poem, or selected lines from it, has appeared in thousands of 
books, newspapers, cards, key-rings. Masonic lodges and on websites and mouse- 
mats all over the planet - each one confidently stamped with the words 'Robert 
Burns'. 

The poem was tentatively attributed to Burns in Vol. 4 of the British Masonic 
Miscellany. Yet, at the time of writing, it still had not yet surfaced in the official 
collections of Burns' work. The Miscellany writes: 



'Tlie following poem on "The Mason's Apron" appeared in The 
Freemason of October 18*, 1902, as on< 
included in the poet's published works. 



Freemason of October 18*, 1902, as one of Burns', although it is not 



Ther's mony a badge that's unco braw; 
Wi ribbon, lace and tape on; 

Robert F. Gould, one of the premier Masonic historians of the early 20"' century, 
attributed it to Burns in his 1906 A Library of Freemasonry . He makes no reference to 
any potential authentication problems. He (carelessly) writes: 

'The following is from [Burns'] talented pen: 

Ther's mony a badge that's unco braw; 
Wi ribbon, lace and tape on; 

Finding evidence that the poem predates the 20"" century has, until now, been 
seemingly impossible. 

Robert Burns was a fervent Freemason. He wrote several Masonic pieces during 
his lifetime and was a member of numerous lodges up and down Ayrshire. He was 
also Deputy Master of his lodge in Tarbolton. When The Master's Apron was first 
associated with our most famous Masonic poet, few had reason to doubt it. Several 
modern works on Burns currently carry a version of the poem, and the supposed date 
it was written (1786). How this date was calculated remains a total mystery. 

For the first time in more than a century, I can present persuasive new evidence 
concerning the origins of this now infamous poem. It was printed in the American 
periodical Granite State Monthly in 1882. It predates all known versions and, unlike 
every other copy, includes the name of the author. 



Ther's mony a badge that's unco braw; 
Wi ribbon, lace and tape on; 

Henry O. Kent 

Written as a sentiment at a public banquet 
of North Star and visiting Lodges, at Lancaster... 

Henry O. Kent, U.S. Candidate for Governor of New Hampshire and author of the 
Dedication of the New Masonic Temple of North Star Lodge (1889) appears to have 
written The Master's Apron during or for a Masonic dinner in Lancaster (USA) in, or 
around 1882. How an American statesman managed to construct an authentic Scots 
poem is a bit of a puzzle. 

But Kent wasn't just a U.S. Politician. He was an editor and publisher. He was 
also a fervent Scottish Rite Freemason. The rather clumsily titled, One Hundred and 
Fiftieth Anniversary of Lancaster, New Hampshire, (1914) recollects events which 
took place on the centenary of 1864: 

..there was a parade as there has been to-day, but not so long and not so 
beautiful; there were then in line, as I remember, only two 
organizations, the Commandery of Knights Templar and the Fire 
Companies. . . 

The parade and processions were 'marshalled by Col. Henry O. Kent', the alleged 
author of our poem. When Kent led his chivalric band of Freemasons through the 
streets of Lancaster, New Hampshire, he was indulging in rituals that were relatively 
new. Burns, who was 'made a mason' a century before The Master's Apron was 
written, would probably struggle to recognise the comparatively garish ornamentation 
of late 19"" century Freemasonry. 

In the latter half of the 19"' century. Burns' works had enjoyed a new found 
popularity in America. President Abraham Lincoln said, in 1865: / cannot frame a 
toast to Burns. I can say nothing worthy of his generous heart and transcendent 
genius. Thinking of what he has said, I cannot say anything worth saying. 
Associates of the late President spoke of his predilection to Burns, and the habit of 
carrying a volume about with him throughout his entire career. 

Just twenty years after the first publication of The Master's Apron, under the 
name Henry O. Kent, The Freemason magazine inexplicably attributed the poem to 
Robert Burns. Since then, every major work which includes this piece, or an excerpt 
from it, has either attributed it to Robert Burns, or failed to attribute it at all. 

We now know that The Master's Apron was originally attributed to U.S. 
Statesman, Henry O. Kent in 1882. 



A review of new evidence associated witli tlie pliysical Apron can be found as a postscript below. 
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Academic Response 

/ bought every word of that. . . 

Dr. Fiona Watson 

Glasgow Uni. 



A.J. Morton makes a convincing case that 'The Master's Apron' is not the work of 
Robert Burns. His research demonstrates that Henry O. Kent wrote this masonic 
poem almost a hundred years after Burns' s death. 

A.J. is doing a real service in disproving Burns's authorship; if only the millions of 
masonic websites would stop insisting otherwise! 

Corey E. Andrews, 
Youngston Uni. 



/ think that the news from New Hampshire, so to speak, represents a very very 
significant advance. Certainly this is a literary detective story. Mr. Morton deserves 
a lot of credit for pointing out the connection. 

Prof. Paul Rich 
Stanford Uni. 



One of the most recited poems attributed to Robert Burns is The Master's Apron, a 
Masonic piece that has endeared itself to lodges all over the world, and is often 
presented with a flourish when a new candidate receives his apron. 

A.J. Morton with great pluck has joined a controversy over whether this poem is 
actually by Burns, despite repeated assertions that it was by the Bard that have been 
made by numerous Masonic authorities over the past century. 

Those in the midst of the current elaborate celebrations of the Bard's birth who 
would challenge the authenticity of a much loved evidence of his Masonic 
affections had better watch their back as they stroll the Royal Mile, but Mr. Morton 
already has shown a courage in taking on other sacred cows and so presumably 
will be able to handle the brickbats coming his way. 

Prof. Paul Rich 
Stanford Uni. 



P.S. The Physical Apron 

of Robert Burns? 

...authorities on Burns say the 
poet was never known as 'Rabbie' . . . 
Sunday Times 



According to the Sunday Times (May 3'^'', 2009), 'Paul Rich, president of the 
Policy Studies Organisation in Washington, and a leading authority on 
Freemasonry, said he did not believe the Bums House Museam apron was 
owned by Bums. Rich, who will put his case at the conference in Edinburgh, 
said he became convinced that it was a fake while researching a birthday 
speech about Bums for the event. The apron is inscribed, "Charles Sharpe of 
Hotham to Rabbie Bums, Dumfries, Dec 12 1791", but authorities on Bums 
say the poet was never known as 'Rabbie' during his lifetime. Dr Gerard 
Carruthers, director of Glasgow University's Centre for Robert Bums 
Studies, agrees: "He was known under other names, but not this, not while he 
was still alive. " ' 

With slight reluctance, I can reveal that Robert Burns was known as 'Rabbie' before 
the end of the 18"' century and (very possibly) shortly before his death in 1796. The 
name 'Rabbie' was printed, with direct reference to the Bard, in an Epistle written for 
Burns and included in Robert Anderson's 1798 Poems on Selected Subjects. The 
name 'Rabbie' is used twice. It is alleged, by Anderson, that it was sent to Robert 
Burns in June 1796 - shortly before his premature death in July. If so, this is evidence 
that at least one contemporary, a poet no less, knew Burns as 'Rabbie Burns'. The 
two 'Rabbie' excerpts are included here: 

Wow man, auld Scotia mourns for ye 

And Scotia unco sad may be. 

Sin Burns, wha sang wi' merry glee. 

Now quats his quill i Rise, rise, let frien's and faes a' see 

Ye're Rabbie still. 

From Epistle I: To Robert Burns (printed 1798, allegedly written 1796) 

Haith, few can write sae now a-days! 

Sic sentiment throughout doth shine, 

Sic sweetness steals thro ' ilka line. 

Had Rabbie kenn 'd 

Thou sae had penn'd. 

He'd gi'en thee mickle praise. 

From Epistle V: To a Lady (printed 1798) 
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